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Internalizing and externalizing problems in young adolescents  































This chapter is based on: Bakker, M. P., Ormel, J., Lindenberg, S., Verhulst, F. C., & Oldehinkel, A. J.  
(2009). Internalizing and externalizing problems in young adolescents are carried forward by different 
stressful life events. The TRAILS study. Submitted for publication. 
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Abstract  
The aim of this study was to explore the existence of internalizing-specific and 
externalizing-specific stress generation processes. We hypothesized that internalizing and 
externalizing problems are carried forward by different stressful life events. The hypothesis 
was tested in a prospective large population cohort of 2089 Dutch adolescents. Internalizing 
and externalizing problems were measured at baseline and follow-up, while 20 stressful life 
events in the period between baseline and follow-up were measured retrospectively at follow-
up. Illness and victimization were statistically significantly associated with both preceding and 
subsequent internalizing problems. Life events that exclusively carried forward externalizing 
problems were out-of-school suspension and contact with police. These different types of 
stressful life events contributed to some extent to the continuation of either internalizing 
problems or externalizing problems. The findings support the assumption that internalizing 
problems and externalizing problems appear to be carried forward, at least in part, by different 
types of events.  
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Introduction 
Adolescence is a period of many biological, social, and psychological challenges, which 
can result in mental health problems that persist into adulthood. Continuity from childhood and 
adolescence to adulthood has been suggested for several mental health problems, including 
depression (e.g. Cole, Nolen-Hoeksema, Girgus, & Paul, 2006; Rutter, Kim-Cohen, & 
Maughan, 2006), antisocial behavior (e.g. Caspi, Elder, & Bem, 1987; Loeber & Hay, 1997; 
Moffitt, 1993; Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, & Milne, 2002; Rutter et al., 2006), and the 
broadband dimensions of internalizing and externalizing problems (e.g. Campbell, Shaw, & 
Gilliom, 2000; Ferdinand, Verhulst, & Wiznitzer, 1995; Pihlakoski et al., 2006). Thus, many 
adolescents who are prone to exhibit disruptive behaviors or emotional problems continue to 
have these problems over time. Yet, little is known about the processes that account for these 
particular developmental trajectories.  
The stress generation process model might partly explain the self-perpetuating cycle of 
mental health problems. It is a complementary stress generation model, which postulates that 
symptoms and associated impairment actually may cause adolescents to experience stressful 
life events, which in turn may trigger future symptoms (Rudolph et al., 2000). The model 
views the stress-symptom relationship as fluid and changing across development, with stressful 
life events serving as both an etiologic factor and a potential consequence of symptomatology 
(Rudolph et al., 2000). To be able to disentangle different developmental pathways of 
maladaptation, however, it is important to tease out the stressful life events that actually 
contribute to the continuation of internalizing problems or externalizing problems (McMahon, 
Grant, Compass, Thurm, & Ey, 2003; Rudolph et al., 2000). Rudolph and colleagues (2000) 
showed in a cross-sectional study that a stress generation model for depression involved other 
categories of stressors than a stress generation model for externalizing problems. The idea that 
particular types of stressful life events perpetuate particular types of symptomatology could 
partly explain the different developmental trajectories of internalizing and externalizing 
problems (Hammen, 2006; Rudolph et al., 2000). Accordingly, we explored the existence of an 
internalizing-specific and an externalizing-specific stress generation process, using a 
prospective study design. Based on prior research, we expected that (partly) different stressful 
life events carry forward internalizing problems and externalizing problems. 
In sum, the goal of our study was to empirically identify stressful life events that push 
young adolescents (further) into an internalizing or externalizing maladaptive path, and to 
examine to what extent continuation of internalizing and externalizing problems is mediated by 
these stressful life events. We hypothesized that different types of stressful life events 
contribute to the continuation of internalizing and externalizing problems during adolescence. 












Subjects were participants of the ‘TRacking Adolescents’ Individual Lives Survey’ 
(TRAILS), a prospective cohort study of Dutch adolescents, aimed at explaining the 
development of mental health from pre-adolescence into adulthood. The TRAILS study was 
approved by the Central Committee on Research Involving Human Subjects (Dutch CCMO). 
Sample selection involved five municipalities in the North of the Netherlands, including both 
urban and rural areas. The five municipalities were requested to give names and addresses of 
all inhabitants born between October 1, 1989, and September 30 (first two municipalities: 
mean age = 11.29 years, SD = 0.52, range = 10.0-12.0) or October 1, 1990, and September 30, 
1991 (last three municipalities: mean age = 10.72 years, SD = 0.37, range = 10.0 - 11.5). Two 
birth cohorts were used to minimize the age range during the initial assessment. A detailed 
description of the sampling procedure and methods is provided in Huisman et al. (2008). 
Of all the children approached (N = 3145), 6.7% (n = 211) were excluded because of 
mental or physical incapability or language problems. Of the remaining 2934 children, 76.0% 
(N = 2230, mean age = 11.09, SD = 0.56, range = 10.0 - 12.0, 50.8% girls) were enrolled in the 
study (i.e. both child and parent agreed to participate). Of the 2230 baseline participants, 96.4% 
(N = 2149) participated in the first follow-up (mean age = 13.56, SD = 0.53, range = 12.0 - 
15.0, 51.0% girls), held two to three years after baseline (T1) (mean number of months = 
29.44, SD = 5.37, range = 16.69 - 48.06). 
The present study is based on data from both the baseline (T1) and follow-up (T2) 
assessment wave. Written informed consent was obtained from the parents and from the 
adolescents themselves at both assessment waves. During these waves, questionnaires were 
filled out by the adolescents, their parents, and their teachers. The adolescents filled out their 
questionnaires at school, in the classroom, under the supervision of one or more TRAILS 
assistants. Responders and nonresponders did not significantly differ in levels of problems 
behaviors or on sociodemographic variables (Huisman et al., 2008). For the present study, 
valid data on both stressful life events and internalizing and externalizing problems were 
available for 2089 adolescents (97.2% of the total sample). 
 
Measures  
Internalizing and externalizing problems - Two broad domains of mental health 
problems were included in this study: internalizing and externalizing problems. Internalizing 
problems include the narrow-band domains Anxious/Depressed, Withdrawn/Depressed and 
Somatic Complaints, while externalizing problems encompass Aggressive Behavior and Rule-
Breaking Behavior. These problems were assessed at baseline (T1) and follow-up (T2) with the 
parent-rated Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL)(Achenbach, 1991a), the Youth Self Report 
(YSR) (Achenbach, 1991b), and the Teacher Checklist of Psychopathology (TCP).  
The TCP was developed by TRAILS to reduce the respondent burden for teachers, as 
each had multiple participants to report on. The TCP is composed of descriptions of problem 
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behaviors similar to Achenbachs’ Teacher Report Form (Achenbach, 1991c), which is the 
teacher-report version of the CBCL and YSR. The TCP yields the same syndrome and domain 
scales as the TRF, CBCL and YSR, but based on (sets of) single vignettes rather than sets of 
items. For example, the vignette for Withdrawn/Depressed is: “The adolescent wants to be 
alone rather than to have company. He/she is withdrawn and has little contact with others. The 
adolescent doesn’t show initiative or shows a lack of energy”; and the vignette for Aggressive 
behavior is: “The adolescent is conflictuous and challenges others. He/she bullies others and 
physically attacks them. The adolescent has an explosive and unpredictable nature. He/she gets 
easily frustrated by others and frequently uses abusive language”. Response options for each 
description of the TCP ranged from 0 (not applicable) to 4 (very clearly or frequently 
applicable). The TCP vignettes correlated around 0.60 with the full TRF syndrome scales filled 
out by a small sample of teachers (Ferdinand, 2003, internal report available on request).  
The validity of the scales for internalizing problems and externalizing problems have 
been documented (Achenbach, 1991a, 1991b, 1991c) and reiterated in a Dutch sample 
(Verhulst, Van der Ende, & Koot, 1996, 1997). In our sample, the reliability statistics for the 
baseline sample (T1) were as follows: CBCL-internalizing (32 items, α=0.85), CBCL-
externalizing (35 items, α = 0.90); YSR-internalizing (31 items, α=0.87), YSR-externalizing 
(32 items, α = 0.85); TCP-Internalizing (3 vignettes, α = 0.71), TCP-externalizing (2 vignettes, 
α = 0.78). For the first follow-up sample (T2) the reliability statistics were: CBCL-internalizing 
(31 items, α =0.86), CBCL-externalizing (35 items, α= 0.90); YSR-internalizing (31 items, 
α=0.88), YSR-externalizing (32 items, α= 0.86); TCP-Internalizing (3 vignettes, α = 0.71), 
TCP-externalizing (2 vignettes, α = 0.80). 
Reports from different sources are needed to reduce rater bias in the prediction of 
mental health problems and provide better estimates of diagnosis than those based on a single 
source (Noordhof, Oldehinkel, Verhulst, & Ormel, 2008; Verhulst, Koot, & Van der Ende, 
1994). For this reason, we computed a combined measure of mental health problems, using the 
scores given by the adolescents, parents, and teachers. To place the same weight on 
information from different informants, the scores on CBCL, YSR, and TCP were first 
standardized to mean zero and standard deviation one (z-scores) before averaging over 
informants. When data of one informant was missing or unreliable (for internalizing: CBCL: 
T1 n = 157, T2 n = 225, YSR: T1 n = 41, T2 n = 17, TCP: T1 n = 281, T2 n = 601; for 
externalizing: CBCL: T1 n = 148, T2 n = 203, YSR: T1 n = 32, T2 n = 2, TCP: T1 n = 279, T2 
n = 590), the composite score was based on the other informants. The composite scores of 
internalizing problems and externalizing problems were subsequently standardized to mean 
zero and standard deviation one (z-scores). 
Stressful life events - Stressful life events were assessed retrospectively with a self-
report questionnaire at follow-up (T2), including 20 stressful life events. The items had a 
yes/no format to indicate whether or not the event had occurred in the last 2 years (between 
baseline (T1) and follow up (T2)). For each stressful event experienced, adolescents could rate 
the severity as 0 = not unpleasant, 1 = somewhat unpleasant, 2 = rather unpleasant, or 3 = very 
unpleasant. We used this measure to exclude events that were not experienced as unpleasant. 
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The incidence of death of father (n = 14), death of mother (n = 14), and death of sibling (n = 
10) were to low to be considered as separate events in the analyses. Therefore, these events 
were combined into a single category (death of a family member). We excluded the event 
running away from home because this item was also part of both the YSR and CBCL 
assessment of mental health. The 16 stressful life events that were included in the study are 
listed in Table 1. 
 
Statistical analyses 
The aim of this exploratory study was to empirically tease out which stressful life 
events might be responsible for carrying forward internalizing and externalizing mental health 
problems during adolescence. Three criteria should be met for events to carry forward mental 
health problems: (1) the events have to be predicted by preceding problems, (2) the events have 
to predict subsequent problems, and (3) associations between successive assessments of 
problems is (partly) mediated by the events. The first criterion was tested by means of logistic 
regression analyses, with each of the events listed in Table 1 as dependent variables, and T1 
internalizing and externalizing problems as predictor variables. By including both internalizing 
and externalizing problems in the same model, the effects were adjusted for co-morbidity 
between the two. In addition, we adjusted for gender in all analyses. The second criterion 
implied an effect of the stressful life event on T2 internalizing or T2 externalizing problems. 
This was tested by means of linear regression analyses, in which the effect of the event on T2 
internalizing problems was adjusted for T1 internalizing problems and T2 externalizing 
problems, and the effect on T2 externalizing problems was adjusted for T1 externalizing and 
T2 internalizing problems. Again, gender was included in all models as well. For all analyses,  
a  p-value of <.01 was considered to be statistically significant. 
To test to what extent continuation of internalizing problems and externalizing 
problems was mediated by these stressors, all stressful life events that carried forward 
internalizing problems were summed and the same thing was done for externalizing problems. 
Dose response analyses were performed to determine if the two sumscores could be used as 
continuous variables in the mediation analyses. In order to do that, the two sumscores of 
stressful life events were transformed into dummy variables, corresponding to the number of 
experienced stressors, with no experienced stressors as reference category. We assessed dose-
response relationships for both internalizing and externalizing problems, with linear regression 
analyses in which the dummies were included simultaneously into the model, adjusted for T1 
problems, co-morbidity and gender.  
For the mediation analyses, we performed the procedure advocated by Baron and 
Kenny (1986). To ensure that all variables in the mediation models were comparable we 
standardized them to mean zero and standard deviation one (z-scores). We tested the relation 
between T1 internalizing problems on T2 internalizing problems, T1 internalizing problems on 
the sumscore of the stressful life events for internalizing problems, and T1 internalizing 
problems on T2 internalizing problems, adjusted for the sumscore of the stressful life events 
for internalizing problems. The magnitude of mediation was assessed by the relative decrease 
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in the unstandardized regression coefficient for T1 internalizing problems when including the 
sumscore of the stressful life events into the model. We adjusted for gender and co-morbidity. 
This procedure was repeated for externalizing problems but with the sumscore of the stressful 
life events for externalizing problems. The significance of the mediation models was tested by 
means of a bootstrapping procedure developed by Preacher and Hayes (Preacher & Hayes, 
2008). We report the 99% confidence intervals based on the bias-corrected bootstrapping 
method because this has been shown to be the most accurate method of assessing mediated 





The prevalences of the life events included in this study are depicted in Table 1. 
Please note that the mean scores of internalizing and externalizing problems were, by 
definition, zero, because these variables were based on standardized self-, parent, and teacher 
ratings. 
 
Internalizing-specific and externalizing-specific stress generation processes 
Table 2 shows which life events were predicted by preceding internalizing and 
externalizing problems, while Table 3 shows which events predicted subsequent internalizing 
problems and externalizing problems. The results of both analyses showed that illness, victim 
of physical violence, victim of gossip at school, and victim of bullying at school were 
statistically significant and positively related to both preceding and subsequent internalizing 
problems; while out-of-school suspension and contact with police appeared to carry forward 
externalizing problems.  
There was a dose response relationship between the number of the stressors and 
internalizing problems or externalizing problems, in that the effect sizes gradually and 
monotonically increased with increasing numbers of events experienced. For internalizing 
problems, the unstandardized regression coefficients rose from B = 0.22 for one event to B = 
0.87 for three or more events, whilst the unstandardized regression coefficients for 
externalizing problems rose from B = 0.55 for one event to B = 0.73 for two events. Thus, it 
was appropriate to use the two sumscores of the stressful life events as continuous variables in 
the mediation models.  
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Stressful life eventsa 
 
Nb  (%)c  
 
Illness self 
   
  339  (16) 
 
Illness family member 
   
  502  (24) 
 
Illness close friend 
   
  177    (8) 
 
Death family member 
    
    36    (2) 
 
Death close relative 
   
  770  (37) 
 
Repeating a grade 
     
    79    (4) 
 
Out-of-school suspension  
     
    24    (1) 
 
Parental unemployment 
   
  122    (6) 
 
Contact with police 
   
  134    (6) 
 
Loss of close friend (conflict) 
   
  200  (10) 
 
Romantic break up 
   
  381  (18) 
 
Parental divorce 
   
  114    (5) 
 
Victim of physical violence 
   
  134    (6) 
 
Victim of gossip (school) 
 
  387  (19) 
 
Victim of bullying (school) 
   
  397  (19) 
 
Victim of sexual harassmentd 
   
  146    (7) 
 
a Stressful life events are dichotomized measures  
  (0= not experienced, 1= experienced). 
b Number of adolescents who reported  
  to have experienced the stressful life event(s). 
c Percentages are based on the total sample of N= 2089  
  (valid data on both stressful life events  
  and mental health problems). 
d Includes both verbal and physical forms of harassment. 
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Table 2. Effects of T1 Internalizing and T1 Externalizing problems on stressful life events,  

























0.90 - 1.26 
 








0.96 - 1.29 
 








0.87 - 1.42 
 








0.80 - 1.86 
 








0.90 - 1.18 
 




























0.88 - 1.48 
 








1.51 - 2.36 
 








0.95 - 1.48 
 


















0.92 - 1.59 
Victim of physical violence 1.29 1.02 - 1.63 1.26 1.00 - 1.59 
 








0.93 - 1.30 
 








0.89 - 1.23 
 
Victim of sexual harassmentd 1.21 0.96 - 1.53 1.31 1.04 - 1.67 
 
a Note that the dependent variables are the stressful life events, and the predictor variables  
   the mental health problems. 
b Stressful life events are dichotomized measures (1 = experienced). 
c Internalizing and Externalizing problems were standardized  to mean 0 and  
   standard deviation 1 (z-scores). 
d Includes both verbal and physical forms of harassment.  
 
*   adjusted for T1externalizing problems and gender. 
** adjusted for T1internalizing problems and gender. 
Bold: statistically significant effect; p<.01. 
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Table 3. Effects of stressful life events on T2 mental health problems, adjusted for T1 mental 
health problems, T2 co-morbidity, and gender 
 T2 Internalizinga*                           T2 Externalizinga** 
 




  0.16  (0.03 - 0.29) 
   
                 0.10 (-0.03 - 0.23) 
 
Illness family member 
   
  0.07 (-0.01 - 0.15) 
   
                 0.07 (-0.03 - 0.17) 
 
Illness close friend 
 
 -0.05 (-0.20 - 0.14) 
   
                 0.13 (-0.02 - 0.28) 
 
Death family member 
   
  0.27 (-0.07 - 0.61) 
 
               -0.23 (-0.57 - 0.11) 
 
Death close relative 
   
  0.07 (-0.03 - 0.17) 
  
                0.08 (0.00 - 0.16) 
 
Repeating a grade 
  
  0.19 (-0.04  - 0.42) 
   




-0.48 (-0.91 - -0.04) 
   
                0.76 (0.35 - 1.17) 
 
Parental unemployment 
   
  0.12 (-0.06 - 0.30) 
   
                0.09 (-0.09 - 0.27) 
 
Contact with police 
 
-0.16 (-0.34 - 0.02) 
  
                0.52 (0.34 - 0.70) 
 
Loss close friend (conflict) 
  
  0.27 (0.12 - 0.42) 
  
                0.10 (-0.05 - 0.25) 
 
Romantic break up 
   
  0.13 (0.01 - 0.25) 
  




  0.22 (0.01 - 0.43) 
   
                0.13 (-0.05 - 0.31) 
Victim of physical violence   0.35 (0.17 - 0.53)                 0.00 (-0.18 - 0.18) 
 
Victim of gossip (school) 
   
  0.31 (0.18 - 0.43) 
 
                0.10 (-0.00 - 0. 20) 
 
Victim of bullying (school) 
  
  0.37 (0.27 - 0.47) 
 
              -0.14 (-0.24 - -0.04) 
 
Victim of sexual harassmentd 
   
  0.32 (0.14 - 0.50) 
  
               0.13 (-0.05 - 0.31) 
 
a Internalizing and Externalizing problems were standardized  to mean 0 and standard deviation 1 
  (z-scores). 
b Stressful life events are dichotomized measures (1 = experienced). 
c
 Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. 
d Includes both verbal and physical forms of harassment.  
 
*   adjusted for T1 internalizing problems, T2 externalizing problems, and gender. 
** adjusted for T1 externalizing problems, T2 internalizing problems, and gender. 
Bold: statistically significant effect; p<.01. 
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Two stress generation process models: Mediation by stressful life events 
The results of the mediation models showed that the sumscore of the stressful life 
events that appeared to carry forward internalizing problems indeed contributed to the 
continuation of this type of mental health problem (Figure 1). The mediation effect was also 
confirmed for the sumscore of the stressful life events that are likely to be involved in carrying 
forward externalizing problems (Figure 2). The bootstrap results indicate that both mediation 
models were statistically significant (internalizing problems: 99% CI:  0.02 – 0.06; 
externalizing problems: 99% CI: 0.02 – 0.06), although the effect sizes were rather modest. 
Specifically, the direct effect of T1 internalizing problems on T2 internalizing problems was 
reduced by 7 percent after inclusion of the sumscore of the stressful life events, while the direct 
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Main findings  
Stress generation processes might partly explain the different developmental 
trajectories of internalizing and externalizing problems (e.g. Rudolph et al., 2000).  In this 
exploratory study, we investigated internalizing-specific and externalizing-specific stress 
generation processes, that is, whether internalizing and externalizing problems are carried 
forward by different types of life events. In support of this idea, illness and victimization (of 
physical violence, gossip, and bullying) were statistically significant and positively related to 
both preceding and subsequent internalizing problems. Life events that appeared to be 
exclusively involved in carrying forward externalizing problems regarded conflict with 
authorities, more specifically, out-of-school suspension and police contact. As expected, these 
stressful life events contributed to the continuation of internalizing problems or externalizing 
problems, but the effect sizes were small. Our results indicate that there are specific stress 
generation processes at work, at least in part, for the broadband dimensions of internalizing and 
externalizing problems. 
An important finding of our study was that most types of victimization appeared to be 
involved in the internalizing-specific stress generation process. This finding supports previous 
research, which suggest that internalizing problems both precedes and follows peer 
victimization (e.g. Fekkes, Pijpers, Fredriks, Vogels, & Verloove-Vanhorick, 2006; Hodges & 
Perry, 1999; Nishina, Juvonen, & Witkow, 2005). Perhaps adolescents with internalizing 
problems, such as depressive-withdrawn or anxious symptoms, are easier targets for peers 
because their behaviors signal that they are less likely, or less expected by the perpetrators, to 
defend themselves against victimization (e.g. Fekkes et al., 2006; Fox & Boultron, 2005; 
Hodges & Perry, 1999). As a result of being victimized, these “internalizing-prone” 
adolescents are likely to be pushed further into an internalizing maladaptive path (e.g. Fekkes 
et al., 2006; Hodges & Perry, 1999). 
Conflict with authorities, that is, out-of-school suspension and police contacts, 
appeared to carry forward externalizing problems. Possibly, young adolescents with an 
inclination to show externalizing symptoms also have poor self-control tendencies (e.g. De 
Kemp et al., 2009; Ge & Conger, 1999; Krueger, Caspi, Moffitt, White, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 
1996; Luengo, Carrillo-de-la-Pena, Otero, & Romero, 1994). These “volatile” adolescents 
engage in more serious rulebreaking behaviors (e.g. Agnew, 2003; Moffitt, 1993), which most 
likely result in out-of-school suspension or contact with police. As shown by our results, out-
of-school suspension and police contacts in turn increases the chance of further externalizing 
problems (see also Hemphill, Toumbourou, Herenkohl, McMorris, & Catalano, 2006). 
Perhaps, these negative experiences with official authorities narrows adolescents’ options for 
conventional behaviors, resulting in (more) externalizing behaviors (Bernburg, Krohn, & 
Rivera, 2006; De Kemp et al., 2009; Heimer & Matsueda, 1994).  
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The results showed modest mediation effects for the subset of life events that appear 
to contribute to the continuation of either internalizing or externalizing problems. This suggests 
that multiple factors are likely to be involved in the continuation of mental health problems. 
Continuity of mental health problems is probably for a large part due to relatively stable 
underlying liabilities. Among other things, neuropsychological deficits, temperamental 
profiles, and early family adversities may contribute to the onset and persistence of mental 
health problems (e.g. Brunnekreef et al., 2007; Campbell et al., 2000; Loeber & Hay, 1997; 
Moffitt, 1993; Oldehinkel, Veenstra, Ormel, De Winter, & Verhulst, 2006; Rubin, Burgess, 
Dwyer, & Hastings, 2003).  
 
Limitations and strengths 
A limitation of this study is that the life events were measured retrospectively, without 
regard to contextual information, and were based on self-reports (Dohrenwend, 2006). 
Retrospective self-reports are likely to be susceptible to recall bias. For example, people with 
mental health problems have been suggested to over-report the severity as well as the number 
of stressful life events (Dohrenwend, 2006; Monroe, 2008). Tentatively, recall bias in self-
reports about stressful life events might be more pronounced in severity ratings than in 
occurrence ratings (see Wagner, Abela, & Brozina, 2006). To reduce possible state-related 
biases we only used the number of stressful life events in the analyses, not their reported 
severity.  
Another limitation is that we did not have information to rule out the possibility that 
some of the reported life events were chronic conditions, which could be intertwined with the 
course of mental health problems. However, the aim of our study was to show that different life 
events are likely to carry forward particular types of mental health problems, which in fact 
entails a certain degree of synergy between those life events and mental health problems. 
Nevertheless, by including past mental health problems and co-morbidity in the analyses, we 
adjusted for the shared variance between the life event(s) and mental health problems.  
Additionally, we cannot exclude the possibility that out-of-school suspension and 
contact with police are “symptoms” of externalizing problems. However, there is no conceptual 
overlap between these events and the items of the YSR, CBCL, and the TCP measures of 
externalizing problems. For example, items such as: ‘My child is disobedient at school’ or ‘My 
child steals’ do not per se imply out-of-school suspension or contact with police. These events 
also have a statistically significant effect on later externalizing problems, above and beyond 
previous externalizing problems (Table 3; Hemphil et al., 2006). It appears that, at least in our 
sample, out-of-school suspension and contact with police can be considered as “unique” 
events, which reflect reactions from the social environment on the externalizing behaviors of 
young adolescents. 
The set of stressful life events that was measured within this sample was not 
exhaustive. Put in other words, other stressful life events are likely to contribute to a 
continuation of internalizing or externalizing problems as well. Nonetheless, the set that we 
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used in this study does include a wide range of major stressful events that could be experienced 
by adolescents.  
In addition to the size and representativeness of our sample, important assets of this 
study are the use of multiple informants, multiple types of stressful life events, and multiple 
outcome measures. Hence, we feel that, despite the before-mentioned limitations, this study has 
significant merits. 
 
Conclusion and implications 
The aim of the study was to investigate whether the different developmental 
trajectories of internalizing and externalizing problems might partly be explained by 
internalizing-specific and externalizing-specific stress generation processes. We found that 
illness and victimization appear to specifically carry forward internalizing problems, while out-
of-school suspension and contact with police appear to carry forward externalizing problems. 
The specific stress-symptom associations that were shown by our study indicate that some 
stressors are indeed more involved in the stress generation process of internalizing problems, 
while other stressors are more likely to be part of the stress generation process of externalizing 
problems. Our exploratory study therefore provides additional support for the specificity 
approach of stressful life events but more longitudinal research is needed to disentangle which 
events actually contribute to the persistence of particular types of mental health problems 
(McMahon et al., 2003). We view our study as a first step in developing more specificity 
models in prospective stress research. Nonetheless, our results give more insight into possible 
pathways that result in continuity of either internalizing problems or externalizing problems in 
adolescents.  
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